Policy Brief # 22

The Child Policy Research Center serves as a community resource for evidence-based, policy relevant information on the well-being of children in a 29-county region in southern Ohio, northern Kentucky and eastern Indiana.

Researchers and policy makers concerned with child well-being have a wide array of data elements to consider, but a child’s living arrangement is sometimes overlooked.  The term “living arrangement” refers to household composition and the relationship of the child to adults in the household.  Marital status, among other things, helps to define household type.  Multiple questions arise, including: Does the child live with two parents, either biological or adoptive?  Are the parents married, or cohabiting?  If parents are divorced, the custodial parent may have remarried, meaning that the child lives again in a married-couple family, but with a new step-parent.  More likely, children of divorce live in a single-parent family, but the custodial parent may or may not be cohabiting.  Many other children are living with a single parent not as a result of divorce, but rather because the custodial parent has never been married.  Smaller numbers of children live with neither parent, but instead with other relatives (a grandparent, most commonly), foster parent(s), or other unrelated persons in either a household setting or in so-called “group quarters,” such as group homes for children with special needs.  
The decennial census doesn’t reach the level of detail needed to cover all the possible living arrangements mentioned above, but it remains an excellent source, and often the only source, for local area data on children’s living arrangements.  Recent decades have witnessed falling proportions of children in married-couple families, and rising proportions in single-parent families.  Between 1990 and 2000, the national share of children in married-couple families declined by four percentage points, from 70% in 1990 to 66% in 2000.  Meanwhile, the share of children living with an unmarried parent increased from 20% in 1990 to 23% in 2000.  Among local counties, Grant (Kentucky) and Brown (Ohio) experienced the largest declines – six percentage points each – in the share of children living in married-couple families, but still remained above the national 66% figure.  In Hamilton County and the seven adjacent suburban counties, the child population increased 7% over the decade, but children in single-parent families increased three times faster (23%), while the number living with a married couple grew by only 2%.  The number of kids in married-couple families actually declined by 5% or more in three counties (Campbell, Kenton, and Hamilton).  The number of children in single-parent families increased substantially in all eight counties, ranging from 13% in Hamilton County to 86% in Boone County.  
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